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Book Reviewed: 
Tiburcio Moreno, Erika. Y nacio el asesino en serie. El origen cultural del monstruo en el cine de terror 
estadounidense. La Catarata, 2019. pp. 160. 15,00€. ISBN: 9788490976456. 


“| believe the only way to reform people is to kill them.” This quote from Carl Panzram’ seems to 
aptly summarise a common reading since the ‘80s, that is, that serial killers as a social construction have 
been read as a reforming, standardizing force that threatened society and warned them about the 
dangers of otherness. Indeed, and as author Erika Tiburcio explains in the introduction to this engaging 
volume, the birth of the serial killer is neither objective nor innocent, but it instead answers to the 
discourses and counter-discourses of the time to transmit a series of ideas. In fact, the main thesis that 
the author posits in the book states that, in summary, the idea of the monster was readily adopted by 
the societal superstructures to construct a hegemonic discourse wherein serial killers were used to 
enforce the values of the ruling classes by reminding everyone of the looming threat that otherness 
represented. Likewise, the author conducted a quantitative analysis where 110 serial killer films are 
arranged so as to more easily identify the most common characteristics of these serial killers, such as 
gender, geographical location, their reasons, or whether or not they finally meet their end, and what all 
of these can tell us about the society at the time and its values. 

The book fits comfortably among numerous other cultural critiques of our time that focus on the late 
twentieth century, especially from structuralist and post-structuralist sources. In that regard, it does not 
exactly present an overarching air of originality in some of the ideas. However, it does present us with 
an engaging reading of the serial killer as a cultural phenomenon where the author looks at the existing 
evidence and produces a refined and renewed debate that contributes to current scholarship in the 
field. Moreover, it makes an outstanding contribution to the field with its quantitative analysis and a 
methodical process that is unfortunately not so commonly used in the humanities if often favoured in 
the social sciences. 

Furthermore, the style Erika Tiburcio adopts for the book appropriately adapts the topic, which is 
highly theoretical, to a broader audience and creates a compelling and appealing argument for academic 
researchers and students alike while also staying accessible and engaging non-academic readers. 
Indeed, the book masterfully adapts and brings these ideas to the ordinary reader, which is both a 
unique and welcome characteristic, besides being especially appropriate for a volume on pop cultural 
criticism. Moreover, in addition to staying accessible and relevant with its style, it also succeeds in being 


https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/276985-i-have-no-desire-whatever-to-reform-myself-my-onl 


American serial killer from the first half of the twentieth century — he died in 1930 
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a fascinating volume for academic researchers and horror fans due to its fine-eyed theoretical analysis 
and comprehensive quantitative investigation. 

Tiburcio uses her expertise and extensive training as a historian and presents us with a diachronic 
study of the serial killer, starting from the 1960s and introducing the historical events that helped shape 
the evolution of the serial killers and their subsequent reconstruction as monsters in popular culture. By 
explaining how the hegemonic discourse was built on the tenets of American exceptionalism in the '50s 
and how it went beyond political and moral judgment, Tiburcio elaborates on the idea that, when the 
USSR challenged those very values, a wide variety of monsters began to appear in American culture to 
represent the different fears and anxieties that the society at the time had, and how the impending 
threat of external influence was viewed in the 1950s America. 

The author explains how the consequences of World War II would make it impossible to still cling to 
pre-war trends in film and how deep social unrest would eventually create the perfect breeding ground 
for the change against the hegemonic discourse that serial killers needed to take a more definitive 
shape. Indeed, between 1946 and 1964, the first baby boomers appeared, and they would ultimately 
conform to the most significant inside criticism and influence in the USA in the form of a countercultural 
movement that challenged the established discourse. Along with the baby boomers, the highly Puritan 
American society from the ‘SOs and ‘60s would witness the birth of second-wave Feminism, hippie, 
sexual liberation, anti-war, and ecologists movements. Suddenly, many of the aspects that had been 
upheld as paramount to American culture and which indeed fed back into American exceptionalism 
were being challenged: countercultural movements threw down a gauntlet on hegemonic discourse, 
and the social construction of serial killers readily accepted the challenge. 

Thus, the first representations of these murderers would appear in the ‘60s and often surreptitiously 
criticize the new ideas that undermined traditional sexuality and family values by linking the murderer's 
motives to their decadent sexuality. Indeed, both Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960) and Dressed to Kill 
(Brian de Palma, 1980) would explain that the reason for the murderer’s madness was no other than 
having accepted the otherness that was being suggested as an alternative by countercultural agents in 
America at the time. This, moreover, would be usually done using a figure of authority such as 
psychiatrists and forensic psychologists, which would help defend hegemonic discourse through the 
pathologization of any possible otherized characteristic in these serial killers. This would, later on, give 
way to biopics based on actual events, which would challenge the features above mentioned by 
presenting us now with monstrous but normal murderers, whose deeply seated unrest coming from 
dysfunctional families and the absence of boundaries would make them lash out against women who 
were gaining notoriety in the public sphere. This construction of serial killers began a two-way discourse 
with culture at the time and took on many of the near fantastic characteristics that gossip and authentic 
crime programs attributed to serial killers. At the same time, it served to feed and inform the same 
popularly constructed mythological figure of the serial killer. In that way, the figure goes from a 
deranged human whose life has been destroyed by liberal values to an entity to which one could no 
longer assign any identity and could safely represent societal anxieties without ascribing these threats to 
any specific agent. Thus, in the ‘80s, and with the advent of the slasher genre, serial killers would 
become magical and near unstoppable killing machines that would even come back from the grasp of 
death to keep their legacy of revenge against otherness and subversive values. 

Along with constructing this mythological serial murderer, America would also offset some dyadic 
relationships by presenting certain values and characteristics as paramount to normalcy. They would be 
opposed to those brandished or reclaimed by the countercultural revolution. Thus, serial killers would 
often be white males against transgressive women, they would represent the vengeance of the working 
classes against the oppressive and white-collared ruling class, or would embody the spirit of a rural 
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world which, long forlorn and neglected by the government, now fought back against wealthy, urban, 
and trespassing victims. 

Erika Tiburcio, in the end, ties up her thesis with those final remarks about the representation of neo- 
conservative values in serial killers and concludes that the very term used to represent them had very 
successfully transformed the construction itself by giving it an umbrella term under which American 
people could fit as many characteristics, be they real or mythological, as they would, and this would 
eventually depersonalize serial killers to allow them to continue with their evolution to their 
postmodern iteration. Given that the book aims to provide the reader with a model which explains how 
post-war social changes informed the social construction of serial killers, the volume proves itself a 
valuable and exciting addition to any film or cultural criticism course. Of course, this would greatly 
benefit from an additional discourse focusing on newer cultural productions to try to analyze, among 
other things, how the frequent and widespread revisitation to slasher films from the ‘80s that have been 
released in the 2010s and 2020s have challenged—if so—those values, or whether or not they have 
moved on to newer, greener pastures to keep up with the time. It would be fascinating to see how the 
model presented in the book continues to analyze the evolution of serial killers as a representation of 
societal anxieties, but unfortunately, this part is not covered in the book. The previous notwithstanding, 
Tiburcio’s Y nacido el asesino en serie proves to be a reliable resource in film and cultural criticism. It 
completely covers its intentions while contributing an engaging and refined view of some previously 
mentioned criticized aspects of culture. 

Moreover, it adds to academic knowledge by presenting a well-put-together essayistic analysis of the 
social construction of serial killers. It also uses quantitative methodologies to correctly measure the 
main aspects posited by the theory: gender, nationality, space, and race. Therefore, the book must be 
considered entirely successful in the objectives set out at the beginning. Erika Tiburcio offers an astute 
reading of the topic at hand while providing the reader with her historical acumen and insight, making 
the volume more distinct and exciting while remaining accessible and engaging. 
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